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THE PH GROUP OF WORDS: HOW TO ENLIVEN YOUR 
WORK IN LANGUAGE 



EMMA MILLER BOLENIUS 
Lancaster, Pennsylvania 



The teacher of language should do everything in her power to 
introduce a feeling of interest, even of enjoyment, into her work. 
As the end of the year approaches, it is profitable to take up certain 
groups of words for review. Among these groups those with the 
diphthongs ph, th, and ch are especially important, because such 
words are usually hard and many of them are puzzling. I shall 
divide this discussion into sections dealing with the varying lengths 
of words from one to six syllables, respectively. Teachers can 
then select the parts most suited to their classes. 

The diphthong ph is from the Greek letter phi, the twenty-first 
letter of the Greek alphabet, and the English equivalent ph is 
pronounced /. Tell your pupils about this Greek origin of the ph 
combination, even draw it on the board (<f>), and let them expect 
to find most of these words coming from the Greek language. 
There is one exception to this rule of pronouncing the ph as /— 
the word Stephen, which is pronounced as if written Sti'v'n. In 
British usage the word nephew is pronounced with the soft sound of 
v (nev'u); here in America the preference is for the accepted 
sound of ph — nef u. 

In dealing with these separate groups of words, place the list 
upon the blackboard where all can see it. Next, pronounce each 
word carefully, and have the class as a whole and as individuals 
pronounce it. Then define the words, where possible drawing 
attention to the derivation and illustrating the most common use in 
a sentence-example. It always pays to introduce into the discussion 
something interesting about the origin of the word, its application, 
or just an interesting story that touches it. This helps greatly 
to deepen the class memory of the word. 
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I. WORDS OF ONE SYLLABLE 

phase (faz) : any one of the different and varying appearances of an object, or 

views of a subject; as, "The problem has many phases." 
phlegm (flem): mucus secreted in abnormal quantity; as, "He coughed up a 

great deal of phlegm." 
phlox (floks): a flower with red, purple, white, or variegated blossoms; as, 

" She planted a row of phlox." 
phrase (fraz) : a short expression; a group of words making sense, but without 

both subject and predicate; as, "into the garden." 
sylph (silf) : an imaginary being inhabiting the air; a slender, graceful woman; 

as, "She danced like a sylph." 

Information like that just given — spelling, pronunciation, 
definition, example — should be in the mind of every teacher. The 
following sentences might be put on the board as test sentences, 
for pupils to copy and to supply the omitted words: 

i. In the old garden with its beds of the child wandered like a 

merry , chanting of jingles she had learned at school. 

2. The doctor did not discuss the various of John's illness, but he 

did tell him how to get rid of the in his throat. 

3 . Please discuss the , "dancing like a ," in all its , and 

tell me what kind of it is, what relation it bears to the rest of the sen- 
tence, and how it is used. 

You may feel inclined to ask me if there are any interesting 
things about these five little words. Phase, phenomenon, and 
phantom all come from a Greek word that means "to make to 
appear." And would you ever dream that phlegm and phlox are 
cousins? Yet they are; for both come indirectly from a Greek 
word that means "to burn." Phlegm comes from a word that 
means "a flame, an inflammation, a morbid clammy humor in the 
body," which might fester and burn; phlox, the dear little flower 
in its red color, is not unlike its ancestral word flame, a flower burn- 
ing in its color. Phrase is from a Greek word that means "to 
speak." With the following words I shall try to point out some 
interesting phases to present to the class. 

II. WORDS OF TWO SYLLABLES 

phalanx (fa'langks) pharynx (f&rlngks) 

phantom pheasant (not peasant) 

Pharaoh (fa'ro, or fa'ra o) phial (fl'al) 
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Philip (not two I's) Phyllis (two I's) 

Phoebe (fe'be) physics 

phonic (fonlk) physique (fe zgk') 

phonics (fon'iks) naphtha (naf'tha) 

phosphate nephew (nef'u) 
phrasing 

In discussing these words, point out the pitfalls, such as, one 
/ in Philip and two in Phyllis; the ao in Pharaoh; the y in physics 
and physique; and the pkth in naphtha. Questions like the following 
will help to give the words personality: 

Which words are names of people? Do you know of any 
famous Philips? (King Philip, the Indian chief; Philip of Mace- 
don.) Which words are names of birds? (Pheasant and Phoebe 
bird.) Can you describe them? Which words come from the 
Greek stem that means sound (phon) ? (Phonic and phonics.) 
Which words are related to a word discussed with the mono- 
syllables ? (Phantom and phenomenon) What was a Macedonian 
pkalynx like, and which country used it? See^ the diction- 
ary or encyclopedia. Tell all you can about the Pharaoh of 
Egypt. Look up the Bible stories of Joseph and Moses. Which 
words are associated with a drug-store? (Phial and phosphate.) 
Which word might be suggested by the word phlegm ? (Pharynx.) 
The Greeks have a stem, phys-, which means nature. Now desig- 
nate the words derived from it. (Physics and physique.) They 
also have a stem (phos-, photo-) that means light. Find a word 
that has this idea of light in it. (Phosphate.) Phosphate is a form 
of phosphorus. One of the qualities of this queer substance phos- 
phorus is that if you rub it on something and then put that thing 
in the dark, it will glow like light, as if on fire. Which word means 
a cleansing-agent, like gasoline and benzine ? (Naphtha.) Empha- 
size the care that must be taken with such inflammable substances. 
Then make up sentences with blank spaces, to test the words. 

III. WORDS OF THREE SYLLABLES 

phaeton (fa'e tSn) pharmacist 

Philippines pharmacy 

Philistines Philippi (fS-lip'-i) 

Pharisees philippic 
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phlegmatic 


physical 


Phoenicia 


physician 


Phoenicians 


physicist 


phonetic 


graphaphone 


phonogram 


megaphone 


phosphorus 


seraphim (Hebrew plural of seraph) 


photograph 


telephone 


Phrygians 


telephony (te-lef'on-i preferred) 



Consider how many of these words can be connected with 
previous knowledge. Philippines are named after Philip II of 
Spain; philippic is named after Philip of Macedon, the orations 
Demosthenes hurled against Philip when he encroached against 
Greece being so called. Philippi, a city of Macedonia, was also 
named after Philip. It was the city where Paul preached and 
organized a church. Phlegmatic is the adjective formed from 
phlegm, and means a sluggish condition of the body. Phonetic, 
phonogram, graphophone, megaphone, telephone, and telephony are 
of special interest to a class that knows the Greek stems phon-, 
graph-, tele-. Phosphorus and photograph both come down from 
the Greek stem phos-, or photo-, meaning light. Physician and 
physical are related to physics. Which words are used in the Bible ? 
{Seraphim and Pharisees.) Look up phaeton in the unabridged 
dictionary or mythology for an interesting story. Look up Phoe- 
nicia, Philistia, and Phrygia on a map of Asia Minor and Palestine. 
By questions or suggestions like these the words are gradually 
broken into groups. Their meanings are also further emphasized 
by being interwoven with other knowledge already in possession 
of the pupils. One of the most important things a teacher can do 
is to work deliberately for this interlacing, or cross-referencing of 
information. 

IV. WORDS OF FOUR SYLLABLES 

pharyngitis philosopher 

phenomenal philosophic 

phenomenon (plural, phenomena) philosophy 

philanthropic photographer 

philanthropist photographic 

philanthropy photography 

Philippians phrenologist 

philologist phrenology 

philology physically 

philopena diphtheria (dif preferred to dip) 
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Which eight words can be connected with previous knowledge ? 
Give the name of another disease. Look up philopena in the 
unabridged dictionary to find something interesting about its 
origin. If you know the meanings of the following Greek stems 
(phil-, love; anthrop-, man; soph-, wisdom; phren-, mind; -logy, 
science of) can you guess the meanings of eight other words given 
above ? 

V. WORDS OF FIVE SYLLABLES 

Philadelphia physiologist 

phraseology physiology 

physiography hydrophobia 

VI. A WORD OF SIX SYLLABLES 
physiological 

Which of these words can be attached to previous knowledge ? 
The Greek word adelphos means brother; now define Philadelphia, 
according to derivation. The word was taken from Ptolemy 
Philadelphus, king of Egypt in the third century before Christ. 
The original city of Philadelphia was in Asia Minor. The Greek 
stems hydro- and phob- mean water and fear respectively; find 
the word coined from them. 

Let me emphasize, in closing, that to deal with English words 
intelligently and entertainingly you do not need a big library. An 
unabridged dictionary, such as every school in the country should 
possess, gives all the information. If you take up these words in 
class discussion, in five-minute impromptu periods as extra review 
in spelling, pronunciation, and sentence-building, you will find 
that pupils will begin to be infected by your interest in our great 
and wonderful English language, and that they will begin to appre- 
ciate how its roots sink deeply into all the other great languages of 
the world. 



